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  For Liz


   





  Oh, you can’t look back,


  When you’re moving on …


  John Stewart


   



   



   



  … his dream must have seemed so
close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know that
it was already behind him, somewhere back in that vast obscurity
beyond the city, where the dark


  fields of the republic rolled on under the
night.


  F. Scott Fitzgerald:
THE GREAT
GATSBY


   





  Chapter One


   



  THE GIRL WAS silent. Five days and five cold
nights and she hadn’t offered a word. Dismount, Hawk had said, and
she’d dismounted. Drink, he’d said, and she had drunk; eat and
she’d eaten. Sleep, Hawk had said, and she had lain on her back
with the blanket pulled up to her shoulders and her dark eyes had
stared up at the dark sky. Hawk didn’t know what she saw, what she
dreamed, didn’t know if there was anything happening inside her
mind at all. When he awoke with the tuggings of first light,
fingers of his right hand tightening about the smooth butt of his
Colt Frontier, she was in the same position and her eyes were
already open. Perhaps they had been open all through the night.
That was something else Hawk didn’t know and he sure as hell didn’t
care. Get up, he said, and she got up. He sent her off to wash and
do whatever else she had to do. Once he heard the thin sounds of
her vomiting and when she returned the dark honey of her skin was
strangely pale. When he had asked her what was the matter, all she
had done was look at him and give a quick shake of her head. So it
was eat this, drink this, mount up. Five days and five nights and
it was getting to him the way it never should.


  Damn!


  And damn her!


  When he least expected it, she would be
staring at him. Those big eyes, wide and dark, staring at his back
as if there was nothing she would like more than to take a knife
and bury it to the hilt alongside his spine.


  Hawk caught the look and held
it until she turned her head aside and resumed her blank silence.
Until the next time. And he would know. Her hatred of him so strong
that he could feel the intensity of it boring into him as a knife
would. The short hairs at the back of his neck would bristle and he knew
that she was burying those dark cold eyes as deep into him as she
was able.


  Like a knife.


  Hawk wanted to throw her down from the
saddle and shake her until she spoke; he wanted to strike her about
the head until she told him whatever was going on inside her brain.
He wanted her to understand. Wanted her to forgive him: he wanted
the impossible.


  When the wind was at its keenest and the
night birds flapped their wings sharply through the dark, when the
ground upon which they lay was hard and unyielding, then he wanted
the softness of her young body, the pressure of her wide, full
mouth, the touch of her strong, small hands.


  He wanted the impossible.


   



  The room had been small and it
had the smell of two bodies that had lived inside it too closely
for too long. The only light had come from two candles which sent slow,
flickering shadows high on to the walls. Hawk had come into the
room with the girl and now she stood close enough to have reached
out and touched both of them, Pole and himself. It was Pole who had
taken her away; killed her father and taken her away. Now they
stared at one another in that dull, shifting light, Hawk with his
back to the door and his hand stretched over the butt of his pistol
with the fingers curved and ready to strike.


  Pole leaned on the bed, his legs curled,
feet bare, a loose white shirt falling unevenly over the upper half
of his slack body. His head was large and his forehead seemed to
bulge above eyes that were as flat as coins thumbed into place. His
skin held the pallor of wax. The smell that rose from him was like
that of cold, rancid sweat; only afterwards did Hawk recognize it
as the scent of death.


  ‘You came for her, didn’t you?’
Pole’s voice had echoed hollowly around the cell-like
room.


  The girl had stumbled back against the side
wall, already beginning to shake, the heel of one hand pressed hard
against her mouth.


  ‘I knew it would happen, knew
she’d send someone, some time. For her.’


  Pole had looked at the girl, then back at
Hawk.


  ‘And me,’ he had
added.


  Hawk’s fingers had spread fractionally
wider, the outward curve of his arm had lifted at the elbow. Pole
still had made no hostile move.


  ‘It doesn’t have to be that
way,’ Hawk said.


  The wind under the door shook the candle
flame and a wavering line of shadow rippled across Pole’s waxen
face. He eased himself away from the wall, readjusting his balance
on the narrow, stained mattress.


  ‘Yes, it does,’ Pole
replied.


  The girl trembled.


  Pole straightened his arm, shifted his
weight. Hawk’s eyes followed the movement, glimpsed the dull metal
of the gun barrel as it slid from beneath the blanket.


  Hawk arched backwards and pulled the Colt
from his holster, thumbing back the hammer as the barrel
straightened. Pole was turning, his pistol still lifting from the
bed. Hawk squeezed back on the trigger. The slug drove into Pole’s
chest and sundered his breastbone apart. The overweight body lashed
back against the wall; the sagging, jowled face toppled to one
side. Hawk fired again, and again Pole’s body crashed against the
wall. The front of his white shirt was splashed with blood; the
blanket, mattress, walls, the floor—all were splashed with
blood.


  Angelina had pulled her hand away from her
mouth but still the scream would not emerge.


  Pole rocked forward and back, already dead.
His lolling head rested against the adobe of the wall and the
already dead eyes clung to Hawk like bloodless leeches sucking at
his skin. Pole’s hand jerked sideways in a sudden convulsive
shudder and the pistol fell to the floor.


  Bending swiftly, smoothly, Hawk
scooped it up in his gloved left hand. He dropped his own gun down
into its holster and shifted Pole’s weapon across to his right
hand. He pointed the pistol at its owner and squeezed the trigger.
The sharp,
empty metallic click cut through the harsh dragging of the girl’s
breath. Hawk spun the chamber, flicked it open. The pistol had been
unloaded.


  Hawk dropped it down on the bed end.


  As the gun touched, Pole’s body collapsed
forward, preceded by a fine spray of blood, bright across the
still-flickering shadows of the room. Hawk lunged for the girl and
grabbed her by the arm; he kicked the door open and pushed her,
struggling, through. Drawing his Colt, he leapt after her.


   



  Since that time she had made no attempt to
escape. She had kept her anger and her resentment, her hatred of
her rescuer, deep inside her where it fermented like wine. She had
shown him no anger—no words, no fingers lashing towards his face,
no nails seeking his eyes. Nothing. Silently, sullenly, she had
obeyed him. Sullenly, silently, she had got under his skin until he
found her so galling that he was the one who wanted to strike out,
to scream, to force from her some response other than her unspoken
contempt.


  ‘Angelina.’


  She looked neither to left nor right, did
nothing to slow the walking pace of her mount; it was as if she had
not heard him.


  ‘Angelina!’


  When her head turned slowly, there was no
change in the expression on her lips or in her eyes, no alteration
in the depth of her hatred for him, nor her refusal to acknowledge
him any more than she must. She would not reward him with argument
or anger.


  Hawk brought up his reins and slapped them
down against his mount hard; his spurs kicked into her flanks and
as he passed the girl’s horse he snatched at its bridle, drawing it
into a following gallop. He figured there were still two days to
travel and the sooner they were over the better. Then he would have
his six hundred dollars and he could kick the dirt of California
off his heels as quick as possible. That and the memory of the
beautiful, silent girl that he was taking back home where she did
not want to go.


  Well, to hell with her! Hawk
thought. Her and her mother and her dead father and her dead lover—the whole
damn crew of ’em!


  The trail narrowed down to little more than
three or four feet across and as it did so the walls of the arroyo
drew closer and closer, higher and more jagged. Hawk knew that he
should slow down but he did not. Once or twice he glanced back over
his shoulder and saw that the girl was hanging on for all she was
worth, her horse plunged after his. Her dark hair was streaming out
behind her and at last there was a trace of anxiety in her
eyes.


  Hawk laughed and as the sound echoed back
and forth across the red-rock walls it was torn through by a
sudden, shrill scream. He turned in time to see the girl pitch
forward over her animal’s head and somersault awkwardly over the
hard ground. Behind her, the horse fell sideways against the wall
as though its legs had collapsed beneath it.


  Hawk reined in, slowly turning his mount in
the narrow space and bringing her back to where the girl lay close
against the side of the trail, her head drawn down towards her
chest and her hands clutching at her leg.


  It wasn’t the girl’s legs that Hawk was most
worried about.


  He bent over her quickly, making sure that
she had suffered no serious damage. The horse was a different
matter. The left front leg was badly broken, the beginnings of bone
showing through the smooth chestnut of its coat. One eye looked at
Hawk in pain and bewilderment; its teeth were exposed: long,
yellowing and misshapen. Hawk drew his Colt and set the end of the
barrel close to the animal’s head.


  The report reverberated up along the arroyo
walls and faded into the rectangle of blue sky high above.


  The girl had pushed herself back against the
wall in a sitting position, both legs drawn up in front of her.
Blood ran haphazardly down both shins in slender pink tracks. The
underside of her right elbow was badly grazed and there was more
blood patching the palm of her left hand. For the first time since
that small, cramped room where Pole had died, fear showed in her
eyes.


  ‘You okay?’


  She turned her head away from him, staring
determinedly at the ground. Her breathing was still fast and
irregular. The twin trails of blood had reached the ground now and
were coiling slowly into the reddish dust like thin pink
snakes.


  ‘Here. Let me give you a
hand.’


  When his fingers touched her arm she pulled
away as if death itself had touched her skin.


  Hawk slapped her hard across the face. Once
only. The knuckles of his hand jolting her cheek against the rock.
She caught a half-choked cry and her hand flew to her face. Her
eyes lurched at him in anger.


  ‘Get up!’ he shouted.


  Still staring at him, she got up.


  ‘Fetch your canteen. Wash the
dirt from them cuts. Then untie the saddle bags from that mount.
Fasten them back of my saddle.’


  For a few seconds she continued to look at
him with dark anger, hesitating.


  ‘Do it!’


  A shudder ran across her shoulders and she
did as she was told. Her legs would show bruising for quite a
while, but neither of the cuts had gone deep. Her hands were
smarting and her nerve was temporarily broken but otherwise she was
all right.


  Hawk climbed up into the saddle and reached
down a hand.


  She backed away, slowly shaking her
head.


  ‘You aimin’ to walk?’ His voice
was flat and hard, challenging.


  She didn’t move.


  ‘You walkin’?’


  Her eyes held his.


  ‘Like hell you are! Get up
behind.’


  She ventured half a step, then halted again.
Hawk’s hand was still stretched down towards her and she did
nothing to take it.


  ‘You got two other choices. I
can throw you over the front of the saddle an’ rope you on or tie a
noose round your neck and make you run behind. If you don’t fancy either
of them, you best get up behind me.’


  She came towards him, closed her eyes tight
at the moment that she had to touch his hand. He pulled her up on
to the black and white mare and told her to catch tight round his
waist. She hooked her hands round the dark leather of his gun belt
instead. Hawk shrugged and touched his spurs to the animal’s
flanks, flicking the reins gently at the same time. Slowly now,
they carried on towards the end of the arroyo, the trail gradually
rising as it went forward.


  They rode like that through the middle of
the day, the sun beating down on them, Hawk’s eyes shaded under the
brim of his flat-crowned black hat. The girl hung her head to one
side, her fingers numb inside his belt, numb and wet with sweat.
Once she lost consciousness and lurched against him, the swelling
of her small breasts felt through the sweat-stained material of
Hawk’s shirt.


  Hawk was careful to rest the mare at regular
intervals, loosening the saddle girth and letting her have as much
water as he could spare.


  He pointed down into the thickly wooded
valley that sprawled away from them into a haze of green which
shimmered and waved before their heat-blurred eyes.


  ‘Soon be out of this damned sun
and into some shade,’ he said. ‘Then it’ll get easier.’


  She looked at him for a moment but said
nothing. She doesn’t give a damn about the heat, Hawk thought. All
she cares about is the fact that every mile further we go, shade or
not, is another mile closer to home.


  ‘C’mon,’ he said roughly, ‘let’s
move.’


  He wanted the shadow and shelter of those
green branches even if she didn’t.


  And it was cooler close by the
huge, cracked trunks of ponderosa pine and the leaner, smoother
trunks of cedar. The trail broadened out and wound its way down
towards the valley bottom, becoming darker overhead and damper
underfoot the lower they got. Here and there the white trunk of a
dead tree glowed with an almost luminous strength
except where the
dark green of a lichen had choked itself about it. Ferns thickened
and tightened in upon the track, which became narrow once more,
causing both Hawk and the girl to duck below and between
overhanging branches, fending them off with their arms. White and
pink flowers burst occasionally out of the green. Cedar and pine
were now red and white alder and the sickly-sweet-smelling
maples.


  Once or twice the mare almost lost her
footing on the wet mulch of half-rotten leaves at the forest
bottom. Hawk dismounted and told the girl to shift forward in the
saddle, leading them through the thicker sections carefully.


  Then, almost before Hawk had realized, they
were through the luxuriant valley and making a less arduous climb
up the other side. Vegetation was less dense on this side and the
trail was easier. Although they were exposed to the sun once more
it had lost the worst of its strength. He resumed the saddle and
the girl caught hold of his belt and together they rode up out of
the valley and on to a rolling plain with a gradual slope
westwards. Somewhere out of sight was the ocean and a Mexican woman
waiting for her half-breed child to be returned to her. Hawk and
the girl stared west and knew this and neither of them spoke of it,
thinking their own separate thoughts.


   



  Those thoughts were broken by the sight of a
collection of buildings clustered on either side of the trail about
a half a mile ahead. The land rose quite steeply to the north,
pushing up towards a sharply angled rock that was outlined clearly
against the sky. To the south, the land rose in a succession of
rolling foothills, each one higher than the last. Beyond the
southern edge of the settlement shone the deeper blue of a lake,
showing between the sporadic cottonwoods.


  Hawk had been careful to avoid towns of any
size, riding around them and picking up whatever supplies they
needed at isolated ranches or from the odd way-station they had
passed close by. But if they were to make the remainder of the
journey easily and safely, he needed to buy a fresh mount and a
place like the one ahead was certain to provide one.


  He turned in the saddle and told the girl
what they were going to do. She looked away and made no reply. Hawk
shrugged and set the mare heading down the trail.


  Hawk soon saw that most of the buildings
were little more than shacks and some of them were deserted and
already beginning to tumble down—either that or they had been left
unfinished. The decaying chutes on the northern hill out of the
town testified to the presence of miners maybe ten or twenty years
before. A few steers grazed to the left of the trail, one of them
rubbing its horned head against a signpost that was already sloping
towards the ground.


  Hawk leaned over in the saddle and read the
sign: ‘Cathay’s Lake.’


  In faded lettering underneath the name the
words ‘Population 340’ had been scrawled through. The declining
census marked the place’s rapid fall: 275, 180, 120. After that
whoever was left behind had given up counting.


  Hawk tugged at the mare’s reins and moved
on.


  To his left what looked like the beginnings
of a church spire was now little more than an angle of warped wood
held together with rusted nails and the memory of someone’s hope
and faith. Higher up, the markers of the cemetery leaned this way
and that as they lurched above the mounds of those who had stayed
put when the search for gold left Cathay’s Lake behind.


  A three-legged mongrel dog limped around the
corner of what had been the barber shop and sniffed at Hawk and the
girl suspiciously. A little further on the frame of a two-story
hotel built to cater to the new wealth of the town sagged
lopsidedly over what had once been its main street, loose planks
hanging from it at all angles. A bird peered, beady-eyed, down on
Hawk from the rafters and gave its wings a quick, testing flap.


  He was just beginning to think
that the bird and the three-legged dog were just about all the life
he was going to see, when he glimpsed a man moving out of the
shadow of one of the doorways down the street. It was swift, little
more than a moment, but Hawk picked it up and straight away
his muscles
went taut and his breath caught in his throat. Finger and thumb
slipped the safety thong away from the hammer of his Colt Frontier.
With the palm of his hand he touched the rounded grip of the
sawn-off ten-gauge Meteor scattergun that sat ugly and snug in the
cross-draw holster over his left hip.


  Behind him, he could feel that the girl was
tense too.


  Ten yards further down the street, on the
opposite side to where he had spotted the first man, another showed
himself for as little time.


  Hawk waited for someone to call out, for
another movement, for something to happen. Seconds passed with the
length of minutes. His stomach was hollow and empty; his scalp
stung him as if on fire. Beneath the black leather of its glove,
the twisted fingers of his left hand sang out a warning.


  ‘Who’s there?’ Hawk called.
‘Step out so’s I can see you.’


  Still nothing happened. Almost, he could
have convinced himself that both movements had been tricks of his
imagination. Except that he knew they had not—and he knew the girl
had seen them also.


  ‘Hey! Who’s there?’


  Hawk’s shout rattled the dead air. The
three-legged dog was ahead of him again now, trying to discourage
some of the fleas from his back by rolling in the dirt and
wriggling hard.


  ‘I’m comin’ through!’


  Hawk waited for the echo of his voice to
slide down the ramshackle fronts of the buildings and drew his
Colt. He thumbed back the hammer and raised the gun level with his
shoulder, arm angled out in front of his chest. The reins wrapped
loosely around his gloved fist, Hawk used boots and knees to steer
the mare forward. He felt again the pressure of the girl’s small
breasts like soft stones against his back. He heard her voice for
the first time in over five days, soft in his ear.


  It said: ‘There is a man with his gun
pointing at your back.’


   



cover.jpg
WILLIAM §. BRADY e





tmp_0495088-6b3799f5-9ee7-4711-9c61-a2e5622d9978_FHvw0R_html_35a5aef6.jpg
WILLIAM S. BRADY

Hawk 11

SIERREA
GO0LD






tmp_0495088-6b3799f5-9ee7-4711-9c61-a2e5622d9978_FHvw0R_html_2baf99a5.jpg
SIERRA
aoLb

PUBLISHING





